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Here we are once again at this holy doorway into the New Year.  One year is ending, a new year is beginning.  Our sacred rites mark this transition year after year. I think one reason  it is so important to Jews and fellow travelers around the world to participate in these holy rites is that they let us rehearse something that is a huge challenge for human beings. The challenge is change, transition, ending and beginning.

As human beings we can be constantly buffeted by having to cope with endings and beginnings, beginnings and endings. Some of these transitions we willingly choose--- going off to college or starting a family or taking an exciting new job. Some transitions we agonize over---is this the right relationship for me or not? Should I put my mother in a nursing home? And some transitions many of us do not choose---illness, the infirmity of age, death of loved ones, and our own deaths.

Whether we choose it or not, life is about navigating change. We can bump up against that reality by living with fear, frustration, rage, resistence. Or we can find the wisdom to both go with the flow and steer our life force at the same time.  Reb Zalman says, The river will take us wherever its current is going; but we get to steer the canoe. 

Religions structure and support our human ability to withstand this impermanence, to survive change, to embrace change, to make change. Jewish ritual  is especially potent at this time of year as we take leave of an old year and usher in a New Year. By partaking in these rituals we strengthen ourselves to deal with inevitable, endless change in our lives. We counter-balance endless change by re-connecting with what is eternal.

Do you ever feel sort of fragmented, like a part of you is moving at a faster speed than some other part? Maybe you feel like a thirty year-old in a sixty- year old body? Or maybe you are extremely effective in your work and yet young and baffled in relationships? These holy days make a sacred space for you to catch up with yourself, to integrate, to bring all the parts together into a whole as you stand in that liminal time between old and new, then and now, younger self and current self, old ideas, new ideas. There’s no pressure to get it perfect in the next hour because this gateway into the New Year is a marker, a reference point, and the holy days will recur again and again and you are always welcome back.

Your soul is doing that work even if you don’t know it. This is deeper than your mind. Your mind might be saying, I don’t know if I belong here, I don’t know what I believe, I don’t know how to do this. Not to negate the mind, which has a crucial role in critical inquiry—we are not fundamentalists here---but I am saying these holy days take you deeper than mind. Set your critical doubting voice aside here because this tradition speaks to a deeper soul place.

When I was ready to have my first baby, I thought, ok I have to figure out how to get pregnant. I read about fertility and conception and I had some anxieties about how this would all work. How do you make a baby? Then I realized, no this is a deeper, biological, human process ---human beings have been getting pregnant for millions of years and I don’t have to analyze it. Or said another way, it doesn’t really matter whether I analyze it or not because under the right biological circumstances I’m either going to get pregnant or I’m not and my mind has very little to do with it.

That’s the level of profundity in these holy days. It’s a time for soul work, with or without your conscious mind participating.  New Age theology sometimes  gives too much credence to mind over matter, mind over soul and it almost comes out as a blaming of the sufferer: you weren’t positive enough, you didn’t have good enough energy. Some things are deeper mysteries than that and that’s where we delve today.

Delving into the wisdom of these holy days we find:

These Days of Awe teach us that every ending is also a new initiation. As the old year ends the new year begins.  In our bodies themselves, the outflow of breath and the intake of a new breath, mirror this rhythm of reality.  Our very own bodies are part of the rhythm of the universe. The tide flows in and the tide flows out.  Close and open, in and out, end and begin. Begin and end.

These Days of Awe teach us that the stuff of the past, good and bad, is the fuel for the future. In my kitchen I take scraps of leftover vegetable matter, eggshells, coffee and dump them into a compost pile in my backyard. Miraculously a few months later my garbage has become rich new soil. Just as kitchen scraps become deep, fertile earth for new life, all of what we learn and who we’ve become, including the mistakes we’ve made, flows into the next cycle of life.  Our ancestors Abraham and Sarah acted with audacity in their day and here we are today, inheritors and creators of this on-going legacy with its beauty and with its challenges.  What future will our choices create for tomorrow? How can we make our garbage today into tomorrow’s compost?

  These Days of Awe invite us to soul search, to ask who am I? am I on the path I want to be on?  What options do I want to explore? What questions do I want to ask? Where do I want to make teshuva, to align with my vision of my life? How does me being on this earth serve the ideals of Godliness: a fount of kindness, forgivingness, patience, justice?

 These Days of Awe encourage us to have an intention, a direction for ourselves for the future. Anchored in our own past, we get to use consciousness, will, and creativity, in making choices for the future. We don’t get to choose what the reality is but we do get to choose how we will interact with reality. There will still be difficult news, loss, hard economic times, but these holy days ask us to hone our own personal intention, whatever our circumstances. What is your commitment? What is the next step for you in line with that commitment? 

These Days of Awe also give us a place for not knowing, for re-grounding, and that is the place of prayer, tefila. Your place of prayer might be meditation, it might be a long walk in the woods, it might be cleaning out the linen closet or writing in a journal. Jewish community also offers on-going holy space for centering and clarifying your truth.   The rhythm of life encompasses sometimes knowing and acting with direction, sometimes submitting to the mystery of not-knowing, letting it be, waiting to see what unfolds. 

So wherever you are in that rhythm, you can look at yourself gently, with compassion, and say Oh, here I am. You can say to yourself with assurance these interpretive lines, You are where you are meant to be right now  --Zot ha yom asah Adonai  AND This too shall pass—Gam zeh ya’avor.  I think it is worthwhile on this High Holy Day that is a rehearsal for life, to practice the lines of this holy paradox. In a way that is what the entire prayer service is about. 

We’ve been tracing the theme of the prophet Ezekial  during these High Holy Days and we’ll be picking up on that again tomorrow.  Ezekial has a phrase “breathing from the four winds.” This evening could we join Ezekial in “breathing from the four winds.” What are the four winds in your life that nourish you and allow you to fill up and spill over with goodness for others? What are your top four priorities in life? Will you re-orient to them for this New Year? 

In Hassidic Judaism the four worlds that we operate within at all times are: the world of action, the world of relationship, the world of ideas, and the world of being, spirit. Do you have a wind that can nourish you in each of those four worlds? Your body and the work of your hands, your heart and the relationships you are in, your mind and all that you learn and teach, your soul, your being-ness? If not, are you ready to make a change in this New Year? 

	Being here together in this grand pageant , a pageant of releasing the year that has passed and welcoming the one that is arriving, is an enactment , a holy ritual. This ritual enactment will bolster each of us for the inevitable passages we all face in life. We are literally practicing Judaism, practicing the skills that are needed to sustain our selves and the human species through change.  

	Riding Ezekial’s chariot together, filled by the four winds, tomorrow we are ready to face the throne that Ezekial pictured. Please join the pageant as we write ourselves into the Book of Life. G’mar chatimah tovah, may you be well-sealed into that book for the New Year.	
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